10.3197/whpjps.63887831800456 Open Access — CC BY 4.0
© 2026 Michael Rosenthal

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Child support: Social welfare, gender
equality and population metrics

Michael R. Rosenthal’

Abstract

Child support laws are found among most contemporary societies, yet
correlational research on the demographic effects of child support remains
sparse. This study compared the child support systems of 91 nations against
21 social, economic, health and environmental variables using a novel dataset
and nonparametric statistical tests. Mann-Whitney and median tests revealed
that robust national child support systems — equipped with a high number of
enforcement mechanisms, a designated administrative agency and/or a public
child support assurance program —were associated with a host of trends including
lower unintended pregnancy and abortion rates, lower infant and maternal
mortality rates, lower birth rates, a more educated female population and a
higher ratio of women in parliament. The analysis concludes that child support
is closely linked to national population metrics signifying better social welfare,
gender equality and slower population growth.
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Introduction

Humans engage in a unique way of caring for their young. Like most mammals, a
human infant is born defenceless and dependent on adults for survival. Yet, unlike
many mammals, human children rely on their caregivers for a prolonged period
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of their lifespan, wherein they become physically and sexually mature, but are still
gaining the knowledge and skills to navigate the complexities of human society
(Diamond, 1993; Bogin and Smith, 1996). The years of effort parents devote to
raising their children into independent adults result in a common value among
cultures that parents bear the moral responsibility to maintain a long-lasting
commitment to their progeny. This has resulted in a near universal consensus that
it is immoral, and in most cases, illegal, not to provide adequate support to one's
own children before they reach a state of independence in adulthood.

Of course, circumstances and sentiments among individual parents vary widely,
causing governments to enact policies prohibiting child abandonment and
obligating child maintenance. These laws generally mandate the transfer of
money or assets from one parent to another after separation to ensure their child
enjoys a quality of life that is equivalent to what both parents can provide. Child
support policies have been implemented around the world in a variety of different
forms, creating conditions for a natural experiment.

This research examined whether child support — a policy with near-universal
adoption but variable implementation — correlates with demographic patterns
indicating social welfare, gender equality and population growth. Testing child
support policy strictness and structure against 21 national demographic variables
across 91 countries, it was hypothesised that robust child support systems would
be associated with lower birth rates, reduced unintended pregnancies and
abortions, improved maternal and child health, and better gender equality. The
analysis found consistent associations supporting these hypotheses, suggesting
that child support policy may function as an understudied lever in global
demographic outcomes. It is concluded that child support is a cost-effective,
bipartisan policy that, when properly administered and enforced, may yield more
benefits than previously recognised.

Prior literature

Since the mid-1900s, there have been sweeping changes to the human social
structure. Marriage rates have declined sharply (Demographic, 2023) and children
born to married parents have become a smaller fraction of global births with
each passing decade. As evidence, the average proportion of unmarried births
in countries belonging to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
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Development (OECD) has ballooned from six per cent in 1960 to 40.2 per cent
in 2020 (OECD Family Database, 2022). Meanwhile, effective and affordable
contraception has become widely available, with its use among married women
doubling since 1970 (Contraceptive, 2024).

The proportion of women completing secondary education has also more than
doubled over the course of just a few decades (Lower secondary, 2023), and an
increasing number of women from rich and poor countries alike are choosing
to enter the labour force (Goldin, 1994), though they still face wage disparities
compared to men (Global Wage, 2018). Given these widespread trends, it is
unlikely that a vast majority of children will be born into traditional, single-earner,
nuclear families in the coming decades.

Child support (child maintenance or child alimony, interchangeably) is defined
for the purposes of this research as legally mandated transfers of funds from one
parent to another for the benefit of a child (Child support, 2022). Inclusive in this
definition are the less common instances of prenatal support and maintenance
paid directly to adult children. Child support is intended to ensure a child’s
standard of living is approximately commensurate with the income of both
parents, with the secondary aims of preventing family reliance on other forms of
state and social assistance and holding parents accountable for maintaining their
own children. In this sense, child support functions as more than an excise tax on
non-custodial parents. It provides basic protection against the widely denounced
crime of child abandonment and has been enshrined in Article 27 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), occupying a middle ground
between governments explicitly controlling the reproductive decisions of citizens
and allowing parents to shed all responsibility for the children they conceive.

Like many taxpayer-funded welfare programmes, child support is highly complex,
requiring the establishment of filiation and custody, determining appropriate
awards and tracking obligor income. Unlike other welfare programmes, however,
child support remains largely uncontroversial among nations of all sizes, political
regimes and creeds — typically receiving support from those seeking to reduce
child poverty and others pushing to cut welfare expenses and crack down on non-
compliant or payment-defaulting parents (Cook et al., 2024).
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The origins of contemporary western child support policy can be traced back to
the English Poor Laws of the late 1500s and early 1600s. Passed in response to a
severe economic downturn in the United Kingdom, the Poor Laws granted local
parishes the authority to raise taxes and provide alms for vagrant, unemployed
and helpless residents (Hansan, 2011). These laws explicitly proclaimed that
parents were required to keep and maintain their children. When parishes
provided support to unwed single mothers, they would then work to recoup
these funds from the absent fathers (Bloy, 2002; Nutt, 2006).

By contrast, child support in many predominantly Muslim nations is based on
traditional Shariah law, which derives its mandates from the Quran. While Shariah
law dictates maintenance owed to wives and children by married men, it offers
little acknowledgement to children born out of wedlock (Mughniyya, 2016).

Jurisdiction over child support is usually granted to local courts. However,
the evolving needs of families have caused a handful of countries to establish
administrative agencies specifically devoted to processing child support cases.
Because these agencies often share jurisdiction with family courts, it became
necessary to reconcile judicial and administrative child support schemes so that
both are governed by the same rules and procedures (Carbone, 2000). A small
number of countries, such as Norway, Australia, Denmark, Iceland, New Zealand
and the United Kingdom have given nearly all jurisdiction over child support to
administrative agencies.

There have been various benefits and drawbacks to delegating child support to
administrative agencies. Courts operate mainly on a discretionary basis where the
details and circumstances of each case are examined in context, while agencies
take a more standardised, formulaic approach (Bernardi and Mortelmans, 2021)
and are able to handle petitions more efficiently by following a strict set of
guidelines, as opposed to judicial discretion, for how child support is calculated
and enforced (Skinner et al., 2007; Skinner and Davidson, 2009). The administrative
approach helps save petitioners both time and money by removing the need to
schedule court appearances and hire legal representation; two hurdles that can
discourage custodial parents from seeking child support (Cook, 2022). However,
some have voiced concerns that administrative child support agencies are
undemocratic in that they are often managed by appointed officials and directed
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by a complex set of rules and protocols over which the common citizen has little
influence (Gay, 2003).

A new paradigm in child support policy emerged in the 1990s when, in response
to rising divorce rates and welfare expenditures, policymakers began to view
child support as an opportunity to reduce single-parent welfare dependency by
passing these costs on to noncustodial parents (Hansen, 1999; Solomon-Fears,
2016). This paradigm shift coincided with a movement among some nations
to establish publicly-funded assurance programs that guarantee child support
income to custodial parents when an obligor fails to pay (Skinner et al., 2007,
Hakovirta et al., 2020). Backing child support obligations with public funds while
working to recoup these payments from debtors was seen as an effective way to
decrease child poverty at minimal taxpayer expense.

Inrecent decades, child support has evolved into highly sophisticated programmes
with many moving parts. Innovations in public records and data management
systems have made new enforcement mechanisms possible to implement at
mass scale. Employment registers, tax records and credit reporting agencies
now track citizen financial activity in many nations, allowing governments to
more easily garnish wages, seize assets and freeze the bank accounts of debtors.
Modern border protections also make it difficult for child support obligors to flee
their home countries. For those who do emigrate, enforcing maintenance orders
across borders has become less daunting thanks to international treaties like the
1989 Inter-American Convention on Support Obligations and the 2007 Hague
Convention on the International Recovery of Child Support.

Perhaps the most important development in the history of child support has been
the invention of genetic paternity tests. Genetic testing has successfully moved
most countries away from archaic witness-based or marriage-based means of
establishing filiation in favour of vastly more accurate DNA analysis (Pena and
Chakraborty, 1994), although the costs of such tests remain a significant barrier to
uptake in some nations.

While there is ample evidence that child support laws accomplish the goal of
reducing child poverty (Cuesta and Meyer, 2014; Cuesta et al., 2018; Hakovirta
and Jokela, 2018) studies suggest that child support policy can exhibit secondary
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effects on reproductive decisions. Knowing that child support laws can impose
financial consequences on having a child, even without custody of said child,
has been found to result in an increased use of contraceptives (Huang and Han,
2004, 2007) and it is generally concluded that child support enforcement creates a
tempering effect on birth rates (Aizer and McLanahan, 2006; Case, 1998; Huang and
Han, 2012), especially among unmarried partners (Plotnick et al., 2007), teenagers
(Plotnick et al., 2004), those who already pay child support (Anderson, 2011) and
those who know someone with a child support order (Huang and Han, 2004).

Strong child support laws are also found to be associated with fewer total
abortions, which is likely due to a parallel decrease in unintended pregnancies
(Crowley et al., 2012; Tannenbaum, 2020). When unintended pregnancies do
occur, the promise of receiving payments to reduce the cost of childrearing may
cause women to be less hesitant to carry a baby to term (Garfinkel et al., 2003;
Cowan and Douds, 2022; Gonzélez and Trommlerova, 2023).

Child support appears to exhibit a much weaker effect on marital birth rates
(Huang, 2001), presumably since married partners have already taken steps to
form a committed family unit and have exposed themselves to the risk of financial
losses associated with divorce. Considering the global decline in married births,
national child support policies are likely to be exerting greater influence on
reproductive decisions than ever before. This research examines whether the
above findings are similarly reflected in global demographic data.

Methods

This study sought to identify specific demographic variables associated with
national child support policy structure. Possible reverberating effects of child
support systems were identified by comparing national child support laws with
21 corresponding demographic variables utilizing Mann-Whitney, Mood's median
and other nonparametric statistical tests.

Sample
A sample of 91 countries across six continents was compiled by combining eight
sources of international child support policy data (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sources dictating inclusion in the sample

Source Type

Cuesta, Hakovirta, Haapnanen and Meyer, 2023 Systematic review
Hakovirta and Mesiaislehto, 2022 Systematic review
OECD Family Database International database
Thomson Reuters Practical Law Connect International database
European e-Justice Portal International database
Nordic Council International database
Hague Conference on Private International Law International database
Inter-American Convention on Support Obligations International agreement

These sources represent some of the largest publicly accessible datasets on
national child support law, covering 78 per cent of the global population and 74 per
cent of Earth’s total inhabited land area. Though an outsized portion of available
data is derived from Europe, this sample was spread among six continents (Table
2) to reduce regional bias and support external validity and global generalisation.
Countries that did not appear in the above sources were excluded from the sample.

Table 2. Sample countries by CIA World Factbook (2023) regions

Region N %
Africa 14 15.4
Australia and Oceania 2 2.2
Central America and the Caribbean 7 7.7
Central Asia 3 33
East and Southeast Asia 10 1.0
Europe 35 38.5
Middle East 5 55
North America 3 3.3
South America 10 1.0
South Asia 2 22
TOTAL 91 100.0
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Variables

Each country’s child support system was scored based on how many of a
predetermined set of enforcement mechanisms were established to maintain
compliance. These nine enforcement mechanisms, compiled from an initial

review of the literature, were as follows:

1. Minimum Payments (debt accrues even with no obligor income
or assets)

2. Cross-Border Treaties (extraterritorial enforcement)

3. Garnishments/Liens/Holds/Attachments (income and assets may
be seized)

4. Fees/Interest (increases to total amount owed)

5. Withholding Government Payments/Services (tax refunds,
licences, permits or welfare payments withheld)

6. Credit Reporting (ability to obtain credit impacted)

7. Travel Restrictions (driver’s license or passport rescinded)

8. Criminal Penalties (fines or imprisonment)

9. Public Shaming (placement on a public list of child support debtors)

Sources reviewed for evidence of child support structure and enforcement
mechanisms were identified and collected through West Chester University
Libraries, Google Search and Google Scholar. These sources included civil,
criminal and family legal codes, official government publications, peer-reviewed
research, news articles, and law firm content (see supplementary materials).
When necessary, web pages and legal documents were translated to English
using Google Translate. Information not derived from a government or peer-
reviewed publication was corroborated by at least one additional source to
maintain consistent data quality throughout the study. Countries lacking quality
or sufficient data were excluded from the sample.
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Next, national child support systems were evaluated on whether they included an
administrative child support agency and/or a public assurance programme — all
entered as binary yes/no variables. Finally, 21 additional population metrics were
compiled from multinational datasets to test a wide range of factors that could be
associated with child support policies (see Appendix, Table A1 for list of variables
and sources).

In limited instances, additional steps were taken to recode the raw data. The
number of enforcement mechanisms was summed into a country’s total child
support enforcement score and recoded into a binary variable of low (0-4) or high
(5-9) to ensure statistical tests with this variable had sufficient group sizes. Due to
the inconsistent availability of annual divorce rate data, crude divorce rates were
averaged over the period of 2018 to 2022.

Analysis

Child support enforcement data were entered manually into a REDCap online
database (Harris et al., 2009, 2019) and exported to the International Business
Machines Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) for analysis. Additional
national demographic variables were matched and added to the SPSS dataset
from comma-separated value (CSV) files.

Frequency distributions and descriptive statistics were compiled to display variable
characteristics and levels of skewness and kurtosis were calculated to evaluate data
normality. Only three variables (divorce rates, female seats in parliament, Hofstede
individuality) showed nonsignificant Shapiro-Wilk scores (o = .05) and, thus, most
variables were assumed to have non-normal distributions. Nonparametric tests
were ultimately chosen for this analysis since they reduce the effects of outliers
and rely on less assumptions of normality in data distribution.

Chi square tests were conducted to discern relationships between categorical
variables, and Mann-Whitney U tests were performed on interval variables grouped
by child support policy characteristics to identify significant differences in group
distributions (specifically, the summed ranks of the data points within each group).
Median tests were then used to evaluate differences in group medians, with Yates's
Continuity Correction producing more conservative figures to reduce the risk of
finding a significant difference between medians (type | error) where none exists.
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Limitations

This study was based on a non-random sample of nations selected by compiling
global, public-use datasets of child support laws. Because countries absent from
the above sources were excluded, the sample is assumed to be biased toward
nations that have child support policies in place, collect data on how child support
is enforced, and/or are parties to international child support treaties. Additionally,
all datasets and instruments used in this analysis may be subject to their own
biases and limitations.

It is difficult to study child support using positivist methods of policy evaluation
when so many factors are left to the discretion of family courts, and when the
reverberating effects are often delayed and indirect. Since child support simply
increases the income of a custodial parent, all other benefits stemming from its
enforcement are, at best, secondary and tertiary in nature.

National demographic metrics themselves are influenced by countless interacting
components, with child support being one of many factors that influence human
reproductive and economic outcomes. The internal validity of this study was
therefore limited by the implausibility of inferring a direct causal link between
child support policy and population demographics, as there are too many
confounding variables and feedback loops to consider. As such, the study’s
objectives were limited to identifying various associations between child support
policy and population demographics that can be examined more thoroughly with
localised econometric analysis. Further investigation may also help establish the
reliability of this methodology, given that this was the first attempt to score child
support policies based on the stated criteria.

The effectiveness of child support policies and the strictness of their enforcement
can be evaluated from many angles, such as the percentage of single parents
receiving child support, the percentage of cases in arrears, the total value of
arrears, and total spending on child support enforcement. This study used
the number of enforcement mechanisms in place against noncompliance to
represent the relative strength of child support policies. There was no attempt
to measure how often these mechanisms are utilised or how effective they are at
inducing payment.

10
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While this rating system attempted to capture the various means that child
support policy is enforced, the following enforcement mechanisms, identified
during the later stages of data gathering, were not accounted for in the
scoring system:

1. Revoking child custody and/or visitation rights
2. Barring debtors from running for or holding public office

3. Passing child support debt on to other relatives

These particular mechanisms are rarely found in the literature, though they may
exhibit measurable effects on overall levels of compliance. Passing child support
obligations on to the next of kin is perhaps the most consequential of these factors
in that it may represent a de facto form of guaranteed maintenance. If an obligor
fails to pay, the burden falls on the next family member in line. This creates what
may amount to a child support assurance scheme, though it is doubtful these
laws are as effective as disbursing payments from public coffers.

Lastly, given the large number of data sources employed in this study, all variables
were intended to reflect the most recent year available. This resulted in a dataset
composed of variables sourced mostly between 2019 and 2023, as opposed to
all falling in the same year, which may limit the study’s ability to create a precise
cross-section of the sample population.

Results by child support policy attribute

Of the 91 countries included in the sample, 24 (26.4%) had administrative agencies
for processing child support cases while 27 (29.7%) had a public child support
assurance programme in place. Thirty-six countries fell into the low enforcement
category with 0-4 enforcement mechanisms and 55 countries fell into the high
enforcement category with 5-9. The median number of enforcement mechanisms
per country was 5 and the mode was also 5 (n = 22). The most common
enforcement mechanisms were garnishments/liens/holds/attachments (n = 84)
and criminal penalties (n = 81). The least common enforcement mechanisms were
credit reporting (n = 23) and public shaming (n = 13). See Appendix, Table A2 for
the full frequency table.

"
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The existence of any of the three characteristics correlated with the existence of
the other two. Countries with a high number of enforcement mechanisms were
four times more likely to have an administrative child support agency than not (y?
= 7.145, p = .008) and five times more likely to have a public assurance program
than not (> = 9.832, p = .002), indicating that strict enforcement is often tied to
the underlying structure of a child support system.

Enforcement scores

As predicted, high child support enforcement scores were associated with several
global demographic trends. The median abortion rate of high enforcement
countries was half that of the low enforcement group (15.85 versus 31.43 per
1,000 women), as were unintended pregnancies (35.78 versus 75.21 per 1,000
women). Median infant mortality was much lower in the high enforcement group
(4.9 versus 18.55 per 1,000 live births) and so was the median maternal mortality
(11.41 versus 98.82 per 100,000 live births). As a group, countries with high child
support enforcement scores were also significantly wealthier, happier and more
educated than those with low enforcement scores, among other positive metrics
(see Appendix, Table Ad4).

From a granular perspective, the research revealed that child support enforcement
methods tend to differ regionally based on a variety of cultural and political
factors. For example, the post-Soviet states have relatively harsh punishments
for noncompliance compared to other nations, while tourist destinations like the
Philippines appear to be focused more on procuring child support payments
from foreigners. Child support enforcement in many parts of the African continent
continues to be hindered by difficulties in registering filiation and tracking obligor
income as governments work to build up the necessary technology and record-
keeping infrastructure.

Child support in systems in countries with high Muslim populations, such as
Malaysia, are often built upon traditional laws automatically assigning custody
based on the age or sex of the child and the sex, marital status and religion of the
parent. In most Muslim theocracies, child and spousal maintenance falls under
the authority of clerics who approach awards and enforcement through the lens
of Shariah law, while non-Muslims are held to different sets of secular or religious
laws according to their faith.

12
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In South and Central America, a so-called crisis of single parenthood has inspired
nations to ramp up child support enforcement and publish child support debtor lists
Zea, 2023). Some have even taken the pivotal step of allowing mothers to establish
paternity upon the birth of their child by simply naming the father (Grossman,
2021). Under this opt-out or responsible paternity model (Milanich, 2017), alleged
fathers are presumed to be a child's parent and liable for maintenance until proven
otherwise by a DNA test, saving single mothers the time and stress of seeking the
cooperation of an unwilling ex-partner to establish filiation.

Administrative agencies

While most countries in the sample adjudicate child support in civil and family
courts, approximately 1/4 of the sample (n = 24) has granted a separate
administrative agency the authority to process and enforce child support orders.
These nations tend to be wealthier in both median gross domestic product (GDP)
and gross national income (GNI) per capita, have a greater median percentage of
women in parliament and score much lower on the Gender Inequality Index than
countries with only court-based systems (see Appendix, Table A5).

Countries with administrative child support agencies were also found to
experience much less government corruption, with a median score on the
Corruption Perception Index that is 79 per cent better than those without (71.67
versus 40.00, with 100 signifying the least corruption). This reinforces the view of
Holmes and Sunstein that ‘equal treatment before the law cannot be secured
over a vast territory without relatively effective, honest, centralized bureaucratic
agencies capable of creating and enforcing rights’ (1999: 58).

Nations with administrative child support agencies showed similarly high
Hofstede Individualism scores, indicating that citizens tend to prioritise
themselves and their immediate families over their neighbours and communities.
This may explain why individualistic nations are more prone to rely on the state
to dictate child maintenance as opposed to informal social safety nets — a notion
that is backed by Deneen (2018) and Marohn (2020), who argue that individualism
and statism go hand-in-hand. Interestingly, Corruption Perception Index scores
also displayed a strong positive correlation with Hofstede Individualism scores
(tb = .597, p < .001), suggesting that the more individualistic a nation is, the less
government corruption it tends to experience.

13
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Public assurance

Child support assurance (also known as guaranteed maintenance or advanced
maintenance) refers to a programme that ensures custodial parents receive child
support regardless of an obligor's ability or willingness to pay. In most cases,
custodial parents are granted advanced payments immediately from public
funds that are later recouped from the obliging parent. Approximately a third
of the countries studied (n = 27) had publicly funded child support assurance
programmes in place, guaranteeing income to custodial parents when obligors
fail to pay. Most of these assurance programmes are found in Europe, with the
exceptions of Malaysia and South Korea.

The most noteworthy attributes of nations that invest in child support assurance
programmes are their reproductive outcomes, which stood in stark contrast to
those without a public guarantee. Specifically, they have less than half the median
unintended pregnancy rate, a third the median abortion rate, a quarter of the
median infant mortality rate, a fifth of the median adolescent birth rate, and a
thirteenth of the median maternal mortality rate compared with nations without
child support assurance (Appendix, Table A6). Indicators of social welfare and
gender equality in nations with child support assurance also stand out, with
considerably low levels of child poverty, more income distributed to the bottom
half of earners and better scores on the Gender Inequality Index.

Areas of further analysis

There were three specific areas of interest that merited deeper analysis into
the relationship between child support policy and demographic trends: social
welfare, gender equality, and population growth.

Social welfare

Of Esping-Andersen’s (1990) three welfare typologies — liberal, conservative and
social democratic — it is primarily well-established social democratic regimes that
have folded child support into their overarching systems for the eradication of
poverty. By contrast, liberal regimes tend to use child support primarily to offset
other welfare outlays and conservative regimes enforce child support as a safety
net when all other informal options have failed (Cook et al., 2024).

14



CHILD SUPPORT: SOCIAL WELFARE, GENDER EQUALITY AND POPULATION METRICS

From a more nuanced perspective, child support does not easily fit among typical
welfare entitlement programmes since it often exists within a niche area of civil
and family litigation. In instances where child support does resemble means-
tested social programmes, it rarely follows the Rawlsian principle of prioritising
benefits for the least advantaged members of society (Rawls, 1971). On the
contrary, child support is available to the poor and wealthy alike and is often paid
in greater sums among the wealthy.

Child support policies also rarely seek to create consistency of outcomes via
coercive or paternalistic (Mead, 1997) methods of social control by dictating how
parents spend these funds. Instead, child support payments can be seen as a type
of unconditional cash transfer where there can be no guarantee the money will
be spent on basic needs. The various benefits and drawbacks of unconditional
cash transfers as a welfare instrument remain a source of ongoing debate
among scholars (Baird et al., 2013; Aizer et al., 2016; Handa et al., 2018; Bastagli
et al., 2019). However, as an administrative programme, this model is relatively
inexpensive to maintain. In the United States, the House Committee on Ways
and Means recently noted that for every $1.00 spent on child support operations
in 2023, nearly $5.00 was collected for families, making child support one of the
most cost-effective federal programmes (Bipartisan, 2024).

Critics have warned that, because child support can offset other welfare benefits
to creditors while reducing the income of debtors, it puts downward economic
pressure on people living in poverty, who, as a group, tend to have more
children (Birdsall and Griffin, 1988; Dribe et al., 2014) and are more likely to be
single parents (Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado, 2018) than those earning above
the poverty line. Others posit that child support policies may simply reshuffle
child poverty when payments benefit a parent’s non-custodial children while
simultaneously taking resources away from children of whom they have custody.
While these concerns are valid, research suggests that child support payments
result in a net-reduction in overall child poverty with minimal poverty-reshuffling
effects (Cuesta and Meyer, 2018). As evidenced in this study, countries with robust
child support systems are more likely to have low child poverty rates, high GDP
and GNI per capita, and a greater share of total income going to the bottom fifty
per cent of earners.

15
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Gender equality

National child support policies rarely include an explicit differentiation between
the sex of the parents or their children - with the exception of countries where
religious and social traditions bifurcate the legal rights of citizens based on sex.
Yet it is important to acknowledge that the vast majority of global child support
cases involve custodial mothers seeking support from non-custodial fathers (Cook,
2022; Cook et al., 2024). In the United States alone, it is estimated that women
maintain upwards of eighty per cent of one-parent families (Census Bureau, 2022).

While this research does not attempt to provide specific reasons why men and
women are more likely to play certain familial roles, it is assumed that child
support is prioritised and written into law when groups with sufficient political
influence take action (Birkland, 2015). Thus, the percentage of women who vote,
lobby and/or hold office within a nation is likely to be a strong factor in the
formation and passage of child support law, which helps explain the observed
link between gender equality indicators and child support policy structure. Given
child support’s association with lower unintended pregnancy rates, abortion rates,
child poverty rates and infant/maternal mortality rates, effective child support
policy should continue to be top-of-mind for the global feminist and women'’s
rights movements.

Population growth

Population change can be considered positive or negative depending on a
diverse range of viewpoints. Economists who link rising numbers with public
optimism, a growing workforce and consumer base, and an increase in the
ultimate resource of human ingenuity (Simon, 1981) may be happy to see steadily
increasing national populations. Environmentalists, on the other hand, tend
to link population growth with unsustainable levels of resource consumption,
habitat destruction and pollution, and see population decline as a necessary step
to avoiding ecological crisis (Lianos and Pseiridis, 2016; Samways, 2022; Saraswati
et al., 2024).

Data from the sample indicated that strong child support systems were
associated with lower birth rates. The median crude birth rate in high child
support enforcement countries was 36% lower than that of low enforcement
countries (p = .015), while median crude birth rates were 31% lower in countries

16
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with administrative agencies (p = .002) and 42% lower in those with public
assurance programmes (p < .001) compared to those without (see Appendix,
Tables A4—-Ab).

Birth rates are not the only factor influencing national population levels, however.
Migration, life expectancy and age at childbearing similarly determine whether a
national population is growing or shrinking. In fact, it is more pertinent to examine
the rate of natural increase (births minus deaths) or change in total population
over time when analysing population growth. Calculating the median rate of
natural increase and the median ten-year percentage change in total population
of the groups, countries with strong child support programmes were found to be
growing much more slowly relative to their counterparts (Table 3).

Table 3. Population growth by child support policy attribute

Group 2022 Median Rate of Natural 2013-2023 Median %
Increase (births minus deaths Population Change
per 1,000 people) (over period)

Enforcement Score
Low (0-4) 9.9 14.7
High (5-9) 9 6.4

Administrative Agency
No 7.2 11.0
Yes 9 6.4

Public Assurance
No 7.9 12.5
Yes 2.3 3.3

Note. Shaded cells were not statistically significant at a. = .05.

Nevertheless, immigration and longer life expectancies continue to make
national populations resistant to falling birth rates. Only 31 countries in the
sample are currently showing a negative rate of natural increase and only fifteen
have experienced an absolute decrease in population over the past decade.
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Conclusion

This cross-national study examined child support policy across 91 countries,
revealing consistent patterns linking robust child support systems to positive
demographic outcomes. Countries with strong child support enforcement
mechanisms, designated administrative agencies and public assurance
programmes demonstrated significantly lower rates of unintended pregnancy
and abortion, reduced infant and maternal mortality, lower birth rates, and greater
gender equality. These findings suggest that child support functions not only as a
poverty reduction measure, but as a policy tool that could be influencing global
reproductive and demographic patterns.

Nations that implement robust child support programmes with administrative
agencies, public assurance and high enforcement tended to be those that are
highly individualistic, with low levels of perceived government corruption. These
nations were often wealthier per capita, with low child poverty rates and a greater
percentage of income going to the bottom half of earners.

The observed relationship between child support systems and gender equality
indicators likely reflects a bidirectional dynamic. As women gain political
voice and economic power, they are better positioned to advocate for child
support policies that protect their interests and those of their children.
Conversely, strong child support enforcement and guaranteed payments may
empower women by providing economic security when raising children outside
of traditional family structures.

The association between strong child support enforcement and lower birth
rates indicates that financial accountability for childrearing may encourage
more deliberate family planning. When individuals understand that having a
child carries enforceable financial obligations regardless of relationship status or
custody arrangements, they are more likely to use contraception effectively and
consider the timing and circumstances of parenthood more carefully.

While child support policy enjoys unusual bipartisan support across the political
spectrum — appealing to those concerned with both child poverty reduction
and fiscal responsibility — its implementation varies considerably across nations.
The evidence presented here suggests that countries may benefit from moving
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beyond basic child support mandates to establish comprehensive systems
featuring multiple enforcement mechanisms, standalone administrative agencies
and public assurance programmes that guarantee minimum support levels
regardless of obligor compliance.

Future research should explore the mechanisms through which child support
policies could produce these demographic effects, including longitudinal studies
tracking the impacts of policy changes over time. Additionally, investigating how
child support systems interact with other family policies such as parental leave,
childcare subsidies and reproductive healthcare access, would provide a more
complete understanding of the observed trends.

Child support offers a pragmatic, politically viable lever that operates at the
intersection of social welfare, gender equality and population growth. Unlike
coercive population policies that violate reproductive rights, child support
enforcement works through economic incentives that encourage deliberate family
planning while protecting child welfare. For policymakers concerned with both
population sustainability and social equity, strengthening child support systems
represents a rare opportunity to advance multiple objectives simultaneously:
moderating population growth through voluntary fertility decline, reducing child
poverty and maternal mortality, and advancing gender equality. In an era of global
population transition, child support reform deserves recognition as a component
of both welfare and sustainability policy.
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Table A2. Frequencies of Categorical Variables

Variable N %
Administrative Agency
Yes 24 26.4
No 67 73.6
Public Assurance Programme
Yes 27 29.7
No 64 70.3
Employment Programme
Yes 4 4.4
No 87 95.6
Enforcement Score
0 0 0
1 4 4.4
2 13 14.3
3 10 1.0
4 9 9.9
5 22 24.2
6 16 17.6
7 13 14.3
8 3 33
9 1 1.1
Enforcement Score Category
Low (0-4) 36 39.6
High (5-9) 55 60.4
Enforcement Mechanisms
Minimum Payments 28 30.8
Cross-Border Treaties 71 78.0
Garnishments/Liens/Holds/Attachments 84 92.3
Fees/Interest on Arrears 47 51.6
Withholding Government Payments/Services 40 44.0
Credit Reporting 23 253
Restricted Travel 39 42.9
Criminal penalties 81 89.0
Public Shaming 13 14.3
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